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The Purpose 

 
The Indiana Master Naturalist (IMN) Program can provide participants 
with many hands-on opportunities to learn about our Hoosier natural 
resources. It also provides a way for you to share that knowledge, along 
with your life experiences, through volunteer service to land trusts, soil 
and water conservation districts, state and local parks, or other natural 
resource and conservation organizations. The purpose of IMN includes: 

•   Providing an introduction to Hoosier natural resources through 
the eyes of resource professionals and experts in the field. 

•   Providing an educational opportunity to individuals 18 years or 
older. 

•   Providing an opportunity for course participants to establish a 
short or long-term partnership with a natural resources agency 
or local organization involved in natural resource management 
by volunteering as a part of the course. 

•   Providing a financially self-supporting program. 
 
 
The Mission 
 
The mission of the Indiana Master Naturalist program is to bring 
together natural resource specialists with adult learners to foster an 
understanding of Indiana’s plants, water, soils and wildlife, and promote 
volunteer service in local communities. 
 
 

The Audience 
 

Open to any adult, but in general, course participants are Hoosiers with 
a genuine love for the out-of-doors, but limited formal science/natural 
resources training. They take the course to expand their knowledge of 
plants, wildlife, soils and other natural resources in Indiana. They ex-
pect to volunteer in some capacity after they complete the coursework. 
Some workshops have included individuals who own landscaping or 
outdoor adventure/ teaching businesses; these individuals may be sup-
plementing their knowledge or planning to use the certification in sup-
port of their work. Class sizes vary, but usually will not exceed 30 stu-
dents. 

IMN Program 

Overview 

The mission of the Indiana 
Master Naturalist program is to 
bring together natural resource 
specialists with adult learners 
to foster an understanding of 
Indiana’s plants, water, soils 
and wildlife, and promote  
volunteer service in local 
communities. 
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Nature is man's teach-
er.  She unfolds her 
treasures to his 
search, unseals his 
eye, illumes his mind, 
and purifies his heart; 
an influence breathes 
from all the sights and 
sounds of her 
existence. 
 
- Alfred Billings Street  
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IMN Curriculum 
 
The Curriculum in this manual is intended to serve as a guideline for 
hosts and speakers. The objectives contained in the curriculum 
represent the basic level of knowledge that any person certified as an 
Indiana Master Naturalist should possess. The objectives are crafted to 
be broad enough to allow hosts and speakers to tailor their classes to 
their needs, geography, and interests, but specific enough to target 
those attributes that make the natural resources of Indiana unique. 

“Study nature, love 
nature, stay close to 
nature. It will never fail 
you.” 
 
-Frank Lloyd Wright 

Purpose 

The mission of the Indiana 
Master Naturalist program is to 
bring together natural resource 
specialists with adult learners 
to foster an understanding of 
Indiana’s plants, water, soils 
and wildlife, and promote  
volunteer service in local 
communities. 
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The minimum number of 24 hours class time for an approved Indiana 
Master Naturalist course is distributed among the following topic areas 
for the 8 required sessions: 
 

Botany (2 sessions) 

 

Geology and Soils (1 session) 

 

Miscellaneous Related Topic (1 session) 

 

People and Natural Resources (1 session) 

 

Water (1 session) 

 

Zoology (2 sessions) 

 

Climb up on some hill 
at sunrise.  Everybody 
needs perspective 
once in a while, and 
you'll find it there. 
 
- Robb Sagendorph  

Required 

Topics 

The mission of the Indiana 
Master Naturalist program is to 
bring together natural resource 
specialists with adult learners 
to foster an understanding of 
Indiana’s plants, water, soils 
and wildlife, and promote  
volunteer service in local 
communities. 
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Botany 

Objectives 

1. Recall the differences and meanings of 
endangered, threatened, rare, and extirpated. 

 
2.   Discuss taxonomic principles, including the importance of Latin 

naming convention. 
 
3.   Recite the 12 natural regions of Indiana and their 

characteristics. 
 
4.   Become familiar with and describe the major parts of 

herbaceous and woody plants.  
 
5.   Write the stages of succession in ecosystems. 
 
6.   Explain what an invasive plant is and give some examples. 
 
7.   Identify at least ten native plants and ten native trees of Indiana.  
 
8.   Describe the classes of plants in Indiana (vascular and non-

vascular). 
 
9.   Paraphrase the benefits of plants and trees (such as 

urban forests, plant uses, timber uses, etc.) and their 
management. 

 
10.  Differentiate the strata of the forest (forest floor, herbaceous 

layer, shrub layer, understory, and upper canopy). 
 
11.  Summarize the functions of fungi. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The mission of the Indiana 
Master Naturalist program is to 
bring together natural resource 
specialists with adult learners 
to foster an understanding of 
Indiana’s plants, water, soils 
and wildlife, and promote  
volunteer service in local 
communities. 

Look at the trees, look 
at the birds, look at the 
clouds, look at the 
stars... and if you have 
eyes you will be able to 
see that the whole 
existence is joyful. 
Everything is simply 
happy.  Trees are hap-
py for no reason; they 
are not going to be-
come prime 
ministers or presidents 
and they are not going 
to become rich and 
they will never have 
any bank balance. 
 Look at the flowers - 
for no reason.  It is 
simply unbelievable 
how happy flowers are. 
  
- Osho 
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Geology and Soils 

Objectives 

1. Recall the geologic history of Indiana (Precambrian to today). 
 
2.   Compare the important features of Indiana Geology (lithology / 

stratigraphy, glaciation, faulting and earthquakes, karst  
features, fossils, economic reserves, and local stratigraphy /  
collecting). 

 
3.   Describe the various landform regions of Indiana and their 

formation. 
 
4.   Discuss the hydrologic cycle and describe all possible sources 

of water. 
 
5.   Explain the physical and chemical properties of soil. 
 
6.   Summarize ways to prevent soil erosion. 

 
 

The mission of the Indiana 
Master Naturalist program is to 
bring together natural resource 
specialists with adult learners 
to foster an understanding of 
Indiana’s plants, water, soils 
and wildlife, and promote  
volunteer service in local 
communities. 

Nature will bear the 
closest inspection. She 
invites us to lay our 
eye level with her 
smallest leaf, and take 
an insect view of its 
plain.  
 
- Henry David Thoreau 
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Miscellaneous Related 

Topics  

This is your elective class. Below is a list of potential topics for your 
consideration. The elective must relate to Indiana natural resources 
but you are not limited to this list: 
 

 Survival 

 Meteorology 

 Astronomy 

 Environmental education/interpretation * 

 First aid 

 Orienteering 

 Folklore 

 Volunteerism 

 Photography 

 Outdoor skills and hobbies 

 Wildlife rehabilitation 

 Local or regional topics of interest 

 

* The IMN council highly recommends Interpretation to be the miscella-
neous topic.  For more information on the topic Interpretation see page 
21. 

The mission of the Indiana 
Master Naturalist program is to 
bring together natural resource 
specialists with adult learners 
to foster an understanding of 
Indiana’s plants, water, soils 
and wildlife, and promote  
volunteer service in local 
communities. 

There is not a sprig of 
grass that shoots 
uninteresting to me. 
 
- Thomas Jefferson  
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People and 

Natural Resources 

Objectives 

1. Explain the differences and meanings of, restoration, 
preservation, conservation and management of natural 
resources, including management tools (identifying indicator 
species, prescribed burns, timber stand improvement, etc.). 

 
2.   Name natural resource agencies at the local, state, and 

federal levels and their area of responsibility.   
 
3.   Describe and define archeology and the Indiana antiquities law. 
 
4.   Discuss how people have benefited from and impacted natural 

resources in historical and modern times. 
 
5.   Identify Indiana’s early naturalists and their 

accomplishments. 
 
6.   Compare important naturalist authors (e.g. Leopold, Thoreau, 

Carson, Louv, Sanders, Porter, etc.). 
 
 

The mission of the Indiana 
Master Naturalist program is to 
bring together natural resource 
specialists with adult learners 
to foster an understanding of 
Indiana’s plants, water, soils 
and wildlife, and promote  
volunteer service in local 
communities. 

Look deep into nature, 
and then you will 
understand everything 
better. 
 
- Albert Einstein 
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Water 

Objectives 

I go to nature to be 
soothed and healed, 
and to have my senses 
put in order. 
 
- John Burroughs  

1. Describe the hydrologic cycle. 
 
2.   Contrast Indiana’s aquatic systems (rivers, lakes, ponds, 

streams). 
 
3.   Explain what a watershed is and its characteristics. 
 
4.   Discuss land use effects on water quality. 
 
5.   Summarize the threats and management to Indiana aquatic 

systems. 
 
6.   Define what a wetland is and their value and functions. 
 
7.   Compare the types of wetlands (natural and 

constructed) found in Indiana. 
 
8.   Relate water and wetland conservation efforts in Indiana.  
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Zoology 

Objectives 

Nature chose for a 
tool, not the earth-
quake or lightning to 
rend and split asunder, 
not the stormy torrent 
or eroding rain, but the 
tender snow-flowers 
noiselessly falling 
through unnumbered 
centuries. 
 
- John Muir 

1. Describe the differences and meanings of 
endangered, threatened, species of special concern, and 
extirpated. 

 
2.   Summarize the principles of, and threats to, 
      biodiversity (benefits, health, economics) in Indiana. 
 
3.   Explain taxonomic principles, including the importance of the      

Latin naming convention. 
 
4.   List characteristics of major vertebrate and invertebrate animal 

groups.  
 
5.   Understand and describe the ecological niche and energy flow 

of animals (food chain, food web, and food pyramid). 
 
6.   Define what an invasive animal is and give some examples. 
 
7.   Identify at least 5 species from each vertebrate group (birds, 

mammals, fish, reptiles, amphibian) and ten invertebrates 
(mollusks, arachnids, insects) of Indiana.  

 
8.   Recite habitats and habitat components (food, water, shelter, 

and special factors) and how change in these components 
effects the ecosystem. 

  
9.   State animal behavioral characteristics and their adaptations to 

environments and environmental changes (hibernation, 
migration, coexistence). 
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1. Review the “Sponsor a Class” link on the Indiana Master Naturalist  
website at www.indianamasternaturalist.org to make sure your natural 
resources agency is ready to sponsor a workshop. 
 
2. Talk with local residents and other natural resources agencies to find 
out if a workshop is already in the planning stages in your area. Gauge 
how much interest there might be in a workshop if none has been 
sponsored. Check with the state coordinator (317) 232-4143 or 
gmurphy@dnr.in.gov or check the website for other upcoming classes 
at www.indianamasternaturalist.org. 
 
3. Select a time frame (most classes are held weekly in the evenings 
from 6-9 p.m. or 7-10 p.m., but Saturday mornings or a daytime class 
may be effective as well). 
 
4. Select a convenient location for the workshop. Be sure to find out any 
meeting room usage fees so you can reflect those in your workshop 
cost. 
 
5. Tentatively schedule speakers for the sessions, and determine any 
fees they may charge. These will impact your final course cost. Speaker 
topics should be within the framework established by the IMN Advisory 
Council and should include sessions as follows: 2 Botany, 2 Zoology, 1 
Geology/Soils, 1 Water, 1 People and Natural Resources and 1 
Miscellaneous related topic that you choose to fit your agency/location. 
 
6. Establish a budget for the workshop. Be sure to include any building 
rental costs, speaker fees, funds for resource materials to be 
purchased, refreshments if appropriate, and the $10/person 
administrative fee that is submitted after the workshop to the IMN state 
coordinator. 
 
7. Based on the total costs and the number of individuals you can 
manage in the class (generally no more than 30 for effective teaching),  
establish a course fee. This may vary with speaker/material costs, but 
usually ranges from $50-80. 
 
8. Submit a workshop application form. This should include your course 
cost, dates, topics for each session and speakers (if possible). 
 
9. After the workshop has been approved by the IMN Advisory Council, 
begin publicizing it. The IMN state coordinator will ensure that your 
workshop is posted on the IMN website and can send an e-mail 
notification to all those who have contacted the coordinator about 
workshops in their area. 
 

Climb the mountains 
and get their good 
tidings.  Nature's 
peace will flow into 
you as sunshine flows 
into trees.  The winds 
will blow their own 
freshness into you, 
and the storms their 
energy, while cares will 
drop off like autumn 
leaves.  
 
- John Muir  

The IMN Course: 

Step-by-Step 

The mission of the Indiana 
Master Naturalist program is to 
bring together natural resource 
specialists with adult learners 
to foster an understanding of 
Indiana’s plants, water, soils 
and wildlife, and promote  
volunteer service in local 
communities. 
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10. Ensure that staff are informed about the program and are available 
to handle workshop registrations. General information about the 
program is available on the website. 
 
11. When the class is full, establish a waiting list for future workshops 
and contact the IMN state coordinator, who will post a notice on the 
website that the class is full. 
 
12. Provide speakers with a copy of the “IMN Program Guidelines for 
Speakers,” and the IMN Curriculum Guide. Both are available on the 
website. Ensure that each speaker knows the meeting date, time, loca-
tion and expected topic. Ensure that each speaker will provide appropri-
ate handouts or will give you a single copy so you can provide 
handouts. Be sure to ask speakers about their audiovisual equipment 
and space needs for their sessions. 
 
13. Put together participant notebooks with handouts and good re-
source materials. Purchase field guides or other resource books as 
budgeted. The IMN logo is on the website for your use as needed. 
 
14. Plan for room setup to provide convenience for speakers and 
comfort/friendly atmosphere for participants. Parking, easy access to 
restrooms, comfortable chairs and tables to write on, ease of visibility of 
visuals such as slides, flip charts, etc. are some things to consider. 
Don’t forget to use nametags or name “tents” on tables at each 
session—remember, each speaker is new even if the students aren’t! 
 
15. Plan an icebreaker/get acquainted activity for the first session to 
help participants learn about each other and prepare for working 
together. 
 
16. Plan for refreshments and breaks during each session. 
 
17. Ensure that someone from your agency will be on hand throughout 
each session to serve as the host, timekeeper and speaker assistant. 
This individual should also keep track of attendance, since participants 
must complete at least 80% of the classes. After each session, ask 
participants to complete a speaker evaluation form. You will keep these 
on file and provide copies to each speaker if they request them. This 
will help you evaluate speakers for future workshops. 
 
18. At the first session, provide a quick overview of the program. 
Remind participants what is required to obtain certification as an 
Indiana Master Naturalist including certificate, pin, and newsletter 
subscription. 

In wilderness I sense 
the miracle of life, and 
behind it our scientific 
accomplishments fade 
to trivia. 
 
- Charles A. Lindbergh, 
Life, 22 December 1967  
  
 

The IMN Course: 

Step-by-Step 

The mission of the Indiana 
Master Naturalist program is to 
bring together natural resource 
specialists with adult learners 
to foster an understanding of 
Indiana’s plants, water, soils 
and wildlife, and promote  
volunteer service in local 
communities. 
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19. Prepare an on-site  “open book” quiz, based on the course content, 
for the final session. You can ask each speaker to provide you with 
some appropriate questions, or you can design this final quiz based on 
what you heard during each session. A grade of 70% or higher is 
required to pass for certification. 
 
20. At the last session, make time to remind participants about the 
requirements for volunteer service and distribute the volunteer hours 
forms. Also at the last session, ask participants to complete a course 
evaluation form. Give the final quiz/test. Be sure to let them know about 
the Indiana Master Naturalist listserve that is available for all class 
participants, and about the IMN logoed items that are available for 
those who complete volunteer hours and get certified.  
 
21. After the workshop, complete the workshop report form and the 
student workshop roster (forms on the website), and return them along 
with copies of the course evaluation forms to the IMN state coordinator 
with the total administrative fee ($10/participant). If your agency 
requires an invoice for submission of payment, please let the IMN state 
coordinator know that. You will receive a receipt letter.  
 
22. If possible, provide a list of, or suggestions for, volunteer 
opportunities to students. 
 
23. Enter names and addresses of all course participants in a locally-
maintained database so you can contact them in the event we 
develop advanced courses or other materials in the future. Stay in 
touch with your class participants as much as your time allows, and if 
they have an interest in organizing “reunions” or regular meetings, 
assist as you can with that effort. Keeping them connected with you and 
with each other can help us link them with future volunteer opportunities 
as well.  
 
24. Send thank you notes to each of your speakers. 
 
25. As course participants complete volunteer service, notify the IMN 
state coordinator and provide a copy of volunteer service records for 
the individual (to include name, address and e-mail for the newsletter). 
The IMN state coordinator will then send a pin and certificate to each 
newly certified Indiana Master Naturalist (unless you notify the 
coordinator that you wish to conduct a graduation ceremony and 
present the pins & certificates yourself).  
 
26. Provide local media with the opportunity to photograph the 
presentations of pins & certificates—this will be good publicity for future 
workshops that you might host! 
 

In June as many as a 
dozen species may 
burst their buds on a 
single day.  No man 
can heed all of these 
anniversaries; no man 
can ignore all of them.  
 
- Aldo Leopold  

The IMN Course: 

Step-by-Step 

The mission of the Indiana 
Master Naturalist program is to 
bring together natural resource 
specialists with adult learners 
to foster an understanding of 
Indiana’s plants, water, soils 
and wildlife, and promote  
volunteer service in local 
communities. 
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The latest version of all forms can be downloaded from the “Sponsor a 
Class” link on the IMN Website at www.indianamasternaturalist.org. 
 
These forms include:  

 FAQ on hosting an IMN workshop—a great summery of questions 
and answers on how to host a class. 

 

 Workshop Application—to be completed for approval by the IMN 
Advisory Council if your agency wishes to host an IMN workshop. 

 

 Workshop Roster—to be completed at the end of the class with 
names, addresses and other contact information for all participants 
and sent to the IMN Coordinator 

 

 IMN Creed—to be distributed to each student for signature at the 
introductory class for each workshop.  

 

 Student Workshop Evaluation—to be completed by each student at 
the end of the workshop. Copies should be provided to the IMN 
Coordinator.  

 

 Instructor Evaluation—to be completed by each student after each 
session. Copies can be kept in your local files for future reference.  

 

 Workshop Review Form—to be completed by the class host and 
submitted to the IMN Coordinator. This is your review of the overall 
class and planning process.  

 

 Volunteer Hours Record—have your students use this form to doc-
ument their volunteer hours and submit it for certification when 
hours are complete.  

 

 Instructor Guidelines—provide each speaker with a copy of these 
guidelines to help them tailor their presentation for your group.  

 
 
If you have questions or need additional information, please contact: 
 
Indiana Master Naturalist Program 
Division of State Parks and Reservoirs  
402 W. Washington Room W296 
Indianapolis, IN 46204 
 
Phone: 317-232-4143 
Email: gmurphy@dnr.IN.gov  

 

“Nature is man’s 
teacher. She unfolds 
her treasures to his 
search, unseals his 
eye, illumes his mind, 
and purifies his heart; 
an influence breathes 
from all the sights and 
sounds of her 
existence.” 
 
-Alfred Bernhard Nobel 

IMN Course 

Forms 

The mission of the Indiana 
Master Naturalist program is to 
bring together natural resource 
specialists with adult learners 
to foster an understanding of 
Indiana’s plants, water, soils 
and wildlife, and promote  
volunteer service in local 
communities. 
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What is the Advanced IMN program? 
To achieve Advanced IMN, one needs to complete a minimum of 30 hrs of volunteer time 
annually and 8 hrs of education time annually (training/workshops presented by IMN 
Hosts, city/county/state parks, or other natural resources agency).  
  
Payment of an annual $10 administrative fee of each year, automatically puts you as an 
Active IMN working toward the Advanced level.  To accomplish the Advanced IMN, a mini-
mum of 30 hrs of volunteer time plus 8 hrs of education time has to be turned in by December 22 of that 
year to receive the advanced certificate and pin.  Payment can be made at any time of year but needs to be 
turned in by December 22.   
  
Where do I submit my volunteer and education hours to achieve Advanced IMN? 
Your 30 hours of volunteer time and 8 hours of education time (any type of Naturalist led, IMN class or 
county, city, state park nature program) need to be submitted by email to IMN state coordinator by Dec. 22 
of the year you wish to be considered for the Advanced level.  All that is needed is to go to the IMN Gradu-
ates page and click on IMN state coordinator’s email.  Email your hours, name, address, host name and 
class year, a brief description of where you did your volunteer time and education time.  It is that sim-
ple!  We hope to have a database on the website in the future. 
  
Do I need to turn in a volunteer hour sheet with signatures for my Advanced hours? 
There is no need to turn in a volunteer hours sheet or get signatures.  However, your original class host 
may also want to follow your progress.  He/she might want you to send a copy to them for their records. 
Check in with that individual to see.  
  
Can you explain the education hours?  
Any of the Project WET, WILD, Learning Tree, etc. courses are great examples of education time. You may 
get your 8 hours of time in a variety of ways as long as you are a student advancing your learning and love 
of the environment.  Many nature programs are offered though county, city and state parks too like Eagle 
days, spring wildflower hikes, lady bug house workshops, archeology days, fossil festivals, etc.  Here is a 
link to the State Parks and Reservoirs special event calendar http://www.in.gov/dnr/
parklake/3282.htm.  Just contact the county, city, state park in your area for their list of programs and pick 
your favorites! 
  
You can also sit in on a scheduled IMN class in the area as long as you contact the host to see if there is 
room for you. (You may be charged a small fee.)  Some parks that have many volunteers offer training 
days, like tree hikes, importance of the park's archeology history, even leading preschool hikes.  Those 
would work too for education time- again you are a student learning.   
  
Webinars (not web videos) conducted by natural resources professionals/educators that are at least one 
hour in length will be accepted.  A limit of 2 hours of webinars can be used for education time.   
 
We do hope in future to offer education programs specific for Advanced IMN's.  Those would be sent out 
over the listserv.  Some sessions at the IMN Annual Gathering will apply toward Advanced training.   
 
Does our IMN host have to approve the education choices?   
Your education time or program choice does not have to be approved; however, if you have a question re-
garding whether it applies, please contact the coordinator.   
 
What if I am helping a naturalist with an education program? Does that count for education time or 
volunteer time?   
If you are helping a naturalist/park staff with a workshop, for example you are passing out papers/supplies, 
keeping track of attendance, showing people to the restroom, etc., then you are doing volunteer time be-
cause you are helping. 

Advanced IMN Program 

https://exchweb.in.gov/OWA/redir.aspx?C=f6c52eb677e140e0b9b2ed549fa0fb97&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.in.gov%2fdnr%2fparklake%2f3282.htm
https://exchweb.in.gov/OWA/redir.aspx?C=f6c52eb677e140e0b9b2ed549fa0fb97&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.in.gov%2fdnr%2fparklake%2f3282.htm


 

  
Where can I do volunteer time?   
Volunteer hours apply to the same natural resource agencies or organizations as they always have, your 
host should have given you a list or some ideas of places in your area.  
  
How do I keep updated on the Advanced Program?   
Frequently check the IMN graduates website as it will be updated as the program develops.  Make sure 
you are on the IMN email list (you can sign up from the IMN graduates website).  Be a fan of the IMN 
facebook page.  Don’t be afraid to email IMN state coordinator questions. 
  
Can I use a credit card to pay the annual $10 fee? 
Yes, the IMN money goes into the Indiana Natural Resources Foundation where it is kept for us.  You 
will need to go to their donation site  http://www.in.gov/ai/appfiles/inrf-donations/ then in the box titled "In 
Honor/Memory of" put IMN annual fee.  
  
If I took a class this year and became certified, can I still strive for Advanced IMN in the same 
year? 
Yes, each student that completes a class and gets their initial volunteer hours in is automatically consid-
ered Active for one year since they paid the $10 in their program fee.  However, if that student thinks 
they can become Advanced by the end of the same calendar year and would like to strive for that then 
they would have to pay $10.  The initial $10 goes for their first pin and certificate and mailing, etc.  The 
next $10 (for advanced) goes to the next pin, certificate, mailing and for future advanced program 
(hoping to start mini classes soon!)  
  
Can an inactive IMN become active by sending in $10 fee?     
Yes, send the $10 fee into state coordinator with a note stating you are becoming active.  
  
  
Do you have specific questions about the Advance IMN program?  Please email IMN state coordinator.  
 

http://www.in.gov/ai/appfiles/inrf-donations/


 

Interpretation 
What is Interpretation? 
 Interpretation is what happens when a visitor comes into an environment in which there are three things—the visitor, the 

resource (the thing to be interpreted), and you, the interpreter. Interpretation involves the giving of information in a manner 

that makes it relevant to the audience. Freeman Tilden says that information is not interpretation, but all interpretation in-

volves the giving of information. Interpretation is an art which combines many arts. The chief aim of interpretation is not 

instruction, but provocation. Whether your topic is historical, scientific, architectural, or something else, the way it is present-

ed to the audience is the key ingredient—the interpretation. Ted Cable and Larry Beck in their 15 principals say that interpre-

tation should install in people the ability, and the desire, to sense the beauty in their surroundings—to provide spiritual uplift 

and to encourage resource preservation. Passion is the essential ingredient for powerful and effective interpretation. 

 Whether leading a hike or conducting a nature program the use of good interpretation methods will lead to success. Interpre-

tation includes the following: 

1) An educational activity that aims to reveal meanings and relationships through the use of original objects, by firsthand 

experiences, and by illustrative media, rather than simply to communication factual information. (Freeman Tilden) 

2) Informational and inspirational processes designed to enhance understanding, appreciation and protection of our natural 

and cultural legacy. (Cable and Beck) 

3) A communicative process that forges emotional and intellectual connections between the interests of the audience and the 

inherent meaning of the resources. (National Association for Interpretation-NAI) 

4) When done well, interpretation is entertaining, educational, informative, recreational, inspirational, and provokes further 

thought and/or action. (DNR SPR) 

What does good interpretation include? 

1.  Interaction- Making your audience part of the presentation is a vital way of promoting learning. 
 

Asking questions 

      You ask the questions 

       Encouraging your audience to ask questions 

       Be positive in your response to every question 

Use all the senses (Not just sight) 

       Feel the item being talked about (the spray of the water, etc.) 

       Taste or smell the item 

       Hear the rustle of the leaves 

 Make something/try the activity (fly fishing, etc.) 

Role playing (Historical presentations work well) 

Singing 

2.  Planning- Plan your talk- Choose something you know. (If the topic is assigned, do your research. It’s ok to say you 

don’t know, but don’t apologize for not having done your basics.) 

 

Pick a topic and narrow it in your theme: 

      Plants-Tree ID-The Sassafras tree 

      Geology-Formation of the Dunes 

      Ecology-Unique Bird Adaptations 

      Life-Now and Then-Maple Sugaring 

      Historical relevancy- The Development of Fly fishing 

 

Develop your theme focusing on 2 to 5 points you wish to make. 

Write a conclusion restating what it is you hope the audience takes away with them after your talk.   Then practice your talk 

so you are sure of the things you want to say and the way you want to say them. 

 

3.  Enjoyment - Check your talk for your audience’s enjoyment. 
 

Create a favorable atmosphere 

Refer to special interests of your audience 

Honestly compliment the audience 

Arouse interest in your topic by 

Ask one or more stimulating question 

Use an unusual statement 

Relate a relevant personal story 



 

Clarify the purpose of your presentation: 

Summarize 

 Your conclusion should be interactive also. 

Ask a parting question relating to what the future may hold 

Work in a final, memorable sentence 

Don’t simply thank your audience and end the presentation! Make it memorable. 

Organization – or, Giving Life to a Skeleton 
 

Choice of Supporting Material:     Choice of Language: 

Relate factual data for support   Help your audience follow your transitions 

Use anecdotes and examples   Use understandable words  

Compare and contrast    Use informal language 

Cite testimony and quotations   Use concrete word 

Employ narration 

Visual materials 

 

Your Delivery: 

 

 

 

 

 

Accuracy 

Again, do your research, but be honest. No one can know everything. Sometimes it is good to learn something 

new. It can strengthen future presentations. 

  Safety 

Always put the safety of your audience first. Warn visitors of any dangers and check to make sure that they are 

following your guidelines. 

 

Some Final Thoughts 

Interpretation principals can be used for all types of programs: 

Successful interpretation is POETRY: 

Purposeful 

Organized 

Enjoyable 

Thematic 

Relevant 

Yours 

 

Take time, know your subject, have a point you want your audience to remember, practice before your program, and keep 

it enjoyable! You will make a memory, your audience will want to come back again. 

 

For further information, please refer to the References page. Section on the basics of good interpretation taken from Inter-

pretation for Park Visitors by William J. Lewis (Eighth printing 2001). 

Walks and Tours 

Bird Hikes 

Night Hikes 

Talks with Props 

Live Animals 

Power Points and Film Slides 

Astronomy Talks 

Campfire Programs 

Cultural History 

Characterizations 

Programs for Schools, Scouts, and Other groups 

Roving Interpretation 

Recreation Programming 

Interpreting Resource Management 

Be enthusiastic 

Use variety 

Feel self-assured 

Be physically direst (eye contact) 

Use abundant bodily activity (gesturing) 

Be friendly, pleasant, informal, and casual 

Adapt your pace to the situation 



 

References for Interpretation: 

Tilden, Freeman – Interpreting our Heritage (Third Edition), University of North Carolina Press, 1977 

Brochu, Lisa & Merriman, Tim- Personal Interpretation - Connecting your Audience to Heritage Resources, 

National Association for Interpretation, 2002 

Beck, Larry & Cable, Ted – Interpretation for the 21st Century – Fifteen Guiding Principles for Interpreting 

Nature and Culture, Sagamore Publishing, 2002 

Cornell, Joseph – Sharing Nature with Children II, Dawn Publications, 1989 

Ham, Sam – Environmental Interpretation – A Practical Guide for People with Big Ideas and Small Budgets, 

Fulcrum Publishing, 1992 

Lewis, William – Interpretation for Park Visitors, Eastern National Publishing, eighth printing 2001 

DNR Handbook – The manual prepared for the interpretive staff from the Division of Indiana State Parks and Res-

ervoirs and the Division of Forestry (available at park offices) 

Websites: 

IMN: Like us on Facebook 

NAI (National Association for Interpreters):  www.interpnet.com 

NAI Region 4 (includes Indiana, Michigan, Ohio & Ontario): http://nairegion4.weebly.com 

 

 

 
 

 


